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Field Crops Newsletter:

June 1, 1999

In General:
An easy way to start one of these letters, and one you all know I use often, is to talk about the way weather
and environmental conditions are affecting field crop agriculture. Most people had adequate moisture to get crops
up and growing, but cool nights and dry wind have taken a toll in some areas. Early plantings of cotton have
suffered from seedling disease and sand blasting to the point that some fields have been replanted in the delta.
Fortunately, we have seen little of this in the hills. Our challenges have come in the form of soil crusting which has
hindered the emergence of late planted corn, soybeans, and cotton, plus some of our high spots have become too dry
for seed to germinate.
Cotton:

I’m seeing more cotton in area fields than I have seen in years, and there are actually fields that have not
been farmed in a while that are in cotton this year. It seems that this area still has faith in cotton when the chips are
down. I only hope cotton can justify the loyalty. Cotton planting has been going on since the first week of April.
That’s about as long a period as I can remember seeing people plant, at least for the first time. Conditions have been
that variable around the area, and there have been justifications for most of the delays that have held up planting.
Some of the very early plantings have been replanted in the delta region as a result of seedling disease. Cool nights
have been the primary problem, allowing rhizoctonia and pythium fungal diseases to damage stands. This year has
no doubt been one when in-furrow fungicides have paid for themselves.
I have been surprised to find relatively few thrips in most fields so far, although many have treated fields
for control, and prevention. I had expected to see more thrips pounce on cotton as soon as cotyledons unfolded
during the dry period, but this just did not happen. A lot of Temik and Orthene went out during planting, and it is
apparently doing a good job as shown by the low levels of thrips that are moving into fields. There have been a few
instances of cutworm damage with some hot spots requiring treatment for these, but this has been relatively light.
Corn fields are already showing Southwestern corn borer and Heliothis activity, indicating successful
early cycles that may spell bigger problems later. Armyworms are also being found in corn.
The trend toward reduction of tillage in cotton has been interesting this year. I have seen just about every
possible combination of practices aimed at reducing the number of trips across the field. The one thing I have seen
very little of however is pure no-till. Many fields are essentially no-till, but just enough work has been done to make
them look like conventional cotton. A few growers have reduced the number of tractors required for planting from
four down to two, but there is the potential to go all the way to one – the planter.
Another reason for reducing tillage has become very apparent to some growers this year as extremely
heavy rains washed loose soil all the way down to the undisturbed subsoil right next to other fields that had not been
disturbed and stayed in place. You don’t have to be a genius to figure out the meaning of this.
Corn:

Corn is finally looking better, but there is more variation in the crop than I have seen since corn acreage
increased. There has been more replanting of corn this year than in the past. Growing conditions were not good
until just a few days ago, but already some fields are head high for a short guy like me. The corn plant is really an
amazing thing, but I don’t think we need to deceive ourselves into thinking we will have a bumper corn crop this
year because corn “decides” early just what its potential is and within a fairly narrow range it will produce that
potential. We have seen problems caused by cutworms, seedling diseases, poor drainage, dry weather, low
temperatures, and soil fertility, and now the Southwestern corn borer is getting active. Of course, we always see
most of these things, but somehow they have combined this year to cause many slow growing areas in fields that
will produce less yield. Other areas of these same fields will yield well, but averages will likely be reduced.
We are already finding Southwestern corn borer, armyworm and corn earworm damage in fields all over
the area. Some spraying of heavy infestations has already been done, but I encourage prudent use of insecticides so

that beneficial insect populations can build up as well as possible. Treating for SWCB is especially difficult since
its activity is deep within the growing plant. Fields planted to corn a second or third year in a row should be closely
watched for SWCB.
No-tillage corn has again been the bright spot. These fields emerged well and uniformly, and have grown
better than many conventional fields. I think most of you have already come to believe this, and you can see that
this is a way of reducing costs through reduction of labor, equipment, and fuel inputs. Herbicide costs are at or
slightly above those of conventional corn, but this is not enough incentive to continue intensive tillage.
This is a year to make tracks in your corn just so you don’t get caught napping when insects move in. If
you don’t have the time or inclination to do this, find someone you trust to do it. The main threats do not require a
degree to spot quickly, just watch for leaf feeding and increases in moth activity and then get a good fieldman to
look and help you identify the pest and decide on what needs to be done. I will be available if you need me.
Soybeans:
Except for a few fields that were planted just before heavy rains, most of the crop has emerged well. Most
fields have come up fairly clean with weeds just now beginning to reach treatment levels. A lot of fields have been
planted to RR varieties, so the decision on herbicide is fairly easy. For others, a careful survey of weed species is
needed before making the decision on materials.
Although several insect species are showing up in fields already, levels are fairly low so far. I was noticing
some fairly heavy grasshopper populations prior to the rains, but with adequate moisture these should not become a
problem. So far I have not seen significant levels of alfalfa leafhoppers, but this can change quickly. Of all the
pests we have at this stage of the crop, this is likely the most destructive since they weaken the main stem making
plants lodge after setting the crop. Leaf beetles are already present in fields, and if last year’s experience is any
indication, these insects may develop to high numbers later. Of course, the worm complex is our biggest insect
threat and these are already starting in corn.
Rice:

With poor prices for other commodities, rice acreage has rebounded in the delta part of Holmes County this
year. The fact that fields have not been planted to rice for a while will mean that disease levels should be lower but
there is no guarantee of this since weather is the primary factor. Red rice levels should also be lower after the rest.
Based on the levels of other insects this year, I would expect this to be an active year for rice water
weevils, so plan on scouting fields regularly and check for grubs. The most likely time for these to appear is about
10 to 14 days following permanent flood, with highest numbers likely showing in the first fields to be flooded. For
those planning to use sprays to kill adult weevils as a way of reducing numbers, you will need to check very close
for feeding scars and adult water weevils on the leaves of rice plants almost immediately following the
establishment of the permanent flood. Call if you need my help.
In Summary:
This spring has been very busy for all of us, but with completion of planting we should be able to look
around and take stock of things. Weed control operations will be next, and have already started for most of you. It’s
easy for some of us to tell you that you have to cut costs in order to be profitable, or at least to minimize losses this
year, but I know we are “preaching to the choir” on this because you know this only too well. The real trick is how
to do it and still maintain yields. It’s not easy, but all we can do is try.
Each year has its own set of problems and challenges, but I have to say this year is likely the most uncertain
year I have seen since coming out of MSU in 1971. If I had a crystal ball, I would be afraid to look at it right now.
The only good thing I can see coming is that hopefully our leaders in government will finally open their eyes to the
plight of agriculture in the U.S. because if they don’t things may get even worse…..
Sincerely

Ernest H. Flint
Area Agent/Agriculture

